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. . . it is good to
occasionally reflect
back on those per-
sons and events
that have had such
a formative influ-
ence on our lives.recent trip to my old home town, Bayonne, caused me to reflect back on some
aspects of my nonprofessional life. Like most physicians, my focus tends to be
primarily on the future—scientific advances, career growth, and new projects.
xperiences in the town of my birth directed my thoughts to the past, specifically to the
eople and circumstances that influenced my life. Since this Editor’s Page is being
ublished during the holiday season, I thought that these reflections might be an
ppropriate topic.
Bayonne is a city of about 60,000 packed into about 3 square miles of New Jersey
cross from Manhattan. Like so many communities in the New York area, it is popu-
ated largely by first- and second-generation immigrants. My father operated a fruit and
egetable market there in conjunction with his brothers. They specialized in selling sea-
onal items like wine grapes, Christmas trees, and Easter flowers, which provided an
ducation in its own right. I spent a fair number of hours working in the store, and the
essons I learned from that experience continue to represent one of the most important
arts of my education.
I travelled home to Bayonne recently to visit family and to attend an affair at my old
igh school. Several days before the affair, my uncle Carmen died. The youngest and
ast surviving of 4 brothers, he had lived next door and helped manage the store. We
ere often together at family events, but even more importantly, we spent many hours
ogether in the store. We talked about business, people, politics, and life in general. He
as consistently positive, optimistic, and ever-so hard working. He loved the life he had
nd his work, but he constantly urged me to study hard and have a better life. When I
raduated from medical school, he was so excited and proud, it was as if the whole fam-
ly had graduated. He taught me a lot by both his words and his actions. His funeral,
hile sad, reflected the joy of the man and the wonderful life he had led.
My father always seemed to me to be bigger than life. He started and ran his own
usiness, contracted our house, and seemed to know everybody. The neighborhood came
o the store not only for food, but for advice on politics, finances, and multiple other
spects of daily life. He was a gifted public speaker who served as toastmaster for many
ocal events. My father was universally respected; it was clear that there were expecta-
ions if you were Tony DeMaria’s son. I carefully followed his actions and listened to
is words; my goal was to be as identical to him as possible. He wanted to be a doctor,
ut the family situation did not make that possible. Who knows what he would have
chieved if he had half of the advantages he provided to me.
The high school I attended was new (I was in the third graduating class) and was
truggling to succeed. My father quickly helped to form a Men’s Club which raised
oney for the school. He served as president of the club, and was instrumental in ob-
aining a highly sought after site for the school’s campus. So, when the school contacted
e regarding my selection to the Hall of Fame, I immediately thought of my father. Clearly,
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Editor’s Page December 16/23, 2008:2211–2s I told the crowd that night at the awards dinner, if any-
ne deserved this distinction, it should have been him.
The time spent in Bayonne for the above events engen-
ered both emotion and reflection. The entire family was
athered together. We relived childhood events, both
ood and bad. As I looked at my mother and immediate
s well as extended family, I again recognized how impor-
ant they had been to whatever I had achieved. Bayonne
as about as far from La Jolla as could be, geographically
nd in other ways. But the experiences it provided me, and
he lessons learned growing up in Bayonne, were invaluable
nd difficult to reproduce. Those experiences and interactions
ad forged the core of the person. I often wished my own
hildren could have had the same “education.”
The point of this essay is that, in our busy lives as phy-
icians, we often forget to look back at our past. We fre-
uently take family for granted, and lose sight of the role
hey have played in our development. It is likely that nei-
her our family nor many of our childhood friends would
e very conversant with the issues that we deal with to-
ay. Fortunately, however, the experiences and relation-
hips we shared with them in our youth are firmly incor-
orated into our character, and continue to influence our
ehavior. Nevertheless, it is good to occasionally reflect
ack on those persons and events that have had such a Eormative influence on our lives. Like a good review
ourse, it is important to periodically refresh our memo-
ies about fundamental and important facts and principles.
So, what better time is there than the holidays to re-
ect upon the past and its contribution to the present?
or those fortunate enough to have family, it is a great
ime to reminisce. A trip to the old neighborhood or even
review of photographs can restore important memories.
s physicians, people look to us as mature, knowledge-
ble, and usually wise individuals. But we were not born
hysicians. Numerous factors have influenced our devel-
pment, and many of the most important factors occurred
rior to medical school and originated from family and
riends. My recent trip back home has convinced me that,
ar from regarding the past as being over and done, we
hould frequently revisit it as a source of some of our
reatest strengths.
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